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INTRODUCTION 

Observers of children know that, for a child, anything can become a doll: a stick, a leaf, a bit 

of ragged leather, a peculiarly shaped stone, or tuft of fur. Beneath the delights of doll play is 

a more serious adult purpose: teaching children the skills required when they grow up. By 

imitating their mothers, little girls learn how to feed, dress, and care for a baby. They also 

learn the technical skills needed to make clothes for the family, an art that is for the most 

part a woman’s responsibility.  

 

Sewing our Traditions: Dolls of Canada’s North is a collection of over fifty handmade dolls 

created by Inuit and First Nations from across the Canadian North. The dolls represent 

historical and contemporary perspectives on Northern traditions, fashion and culture. 

Curated by the Yukon Arts Centre for the Vancouver 2010 Cultural Olympiad, this exhibition 

is the first of its kind to highlight this Inuit and First Nations art form and Northern garment 

design. The miniature versions of traditional clothing subtlety unite a nation of people through 

their quiet presence.  

 

The exhibition is designed for touring; dolls are very portable of course (that is part of their 

purpose) and the display cases were built to be easily shipped. We are committed to 

exploring all avenues for touring the show; it is a public art gallery exhibition but we are open 

to non traditional exhibition venues to meet the goal of making this exhibition available to all. 

 

 

BACKGROUND 

The doll show was brought together by the Yukon Arts Centre for the Vancouver 2010 

Cultural Olympiad with the generous support of Yukon Government, the Northwest Territories 

and Nunavut. In June of 2009, Jennifer Bowen began the search for dolls across all three 

territories from Whitehorse, Yukon. Each of the communities in all three territories were 

invited to submit dolls to represent their traditional artisan communities with forms and 

symbols that embody their unique cultural beauty. Each doll has its own character and 

individuality that reflects the doll-makers personality and community landscape. Together the 

dolls tell a story and provide a testimony of our unique culture of the North.  

For generations Inuit and First Nations women used dolls to teach their daughters the important 
skills of cutting and sewing hides and furs. To this day, the art of traditional doll making is alive 
and vibrant where modern doll makers continue to pass their knowledge from generation to 
generation.  
These dolls record and reflect our northern life and customs. Using natural and modern materials 
the doll makers have created evocative portraits of their communities and traditions. From tiny 
intricate details like beaded moccasins to locally trapped fur and home-tanned hide, the Yukon 
Arts Centre is excited to bring together these truly exceptional examples of fine craft from the 
three northern territories. 



REGIONAL REPRESENTATION 
Canada’s North has three northern territories: Nunavut established in 1999, Yukon 

established in 1898, and the Northwest Territories established in 1870.  

 

Aboriginal people in Canada’s North had always been the majority of the population until the 

fur and mining industries boomed at the turn of the nineteenth century.  In the 1960’s 

Aboriginal people all across Canada began to organize themselves by establishing the Indian 

Brotherhood. From the Indian Brotherhood came the Dene Nation (1972) in the Northwest 

Territories, the Council of Yukon First Nations (1973) in the Yukon, and the Inuit established 

the Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (1971) formerly Inuit Tapirisat of Canada. The First Nations 

communities within the territorial regional groups began to be recognized through various 

self-government negotiations with the territorial and federal governments of Canada.  

 

There are 12 First Nations traditional territories in the Yukon: Vuntut Gwitchin, Tetlit Gwichin, 

Tr’ondek Hwech’in, Nacho Nyak Dun, Selkirk, White River, Little Salmon Carmacks, 

Champagne & Aishihik, Kwanlin Dun, Carcross/Tagish, Teslin Tlingit and Kaska. In Sewing 

our Traditions: Dolls of Canada’s North, we have dolls from eight of those First Nations 

groups. In Northwest Territories, there are five First Nations groups: Akaitcho, Dehcho, 

Tlicho, Sahtu, and Tetlit Gwichin. In the exhibit, we have four First Nations communities 

represented.  

 

The Inuit communities in Canada’s high arctic reside all across the circumpolar North. As a 

result of self-government negotiations, Nunavut separated from Northwest Territories in 1995.  

Nunavut became the first territorial government governed by the majority population, the Inuit. 

This unique relationship between Canada and the Inuit has allowed the people to administer 

their own programs and services. There are 3 regional groups in Nunavut: Kivalliq, Kitikmeot 

and Qikiqtaaluk. In the exhibit we have all three regional group represented, as well as the 

Inuvialuit of the Northwest Territories.  

 

 

HISTORY OF INUIT AND FIRST NATIONS TRADITIONAL CLOTHING 

Skin coats were essential for Inuit and First Nations people to occupy Canada’s North. Northern 
people fabricated clothing to withstand cold, wet, windy and buggy conditions. Before traders and 
missionary people arrived in the North, the Inuit and First Nations people lived solely on the 
natural resources of the land. Materials used for clothing designs were predetermined by 
migrating and hibernating cycles of animals throughout the year.  
 
Caribou is found all across the circumpolar north, providing a foundation for aboriginal people’s 
food and clothing. Caribou is perfectly designed to contend with arctic conditions. The caribou’s 
hair is hollow which makes the hide light and traps air that provides insulation. The caribou is also 
a natural resource for a variety of supplies for constructing clothing. Muscle tendons are dried 
and split to make sinew (thread) and bones were fashioned into awls and scrapers to thread the 
sinew through the hide. Caribou bone scrappers were also used to soften a hide. 
 



HISTORY OF INUIT AND FIRST NATIONS TRADITIONAL CLOTHING continued 
 
Inuit: The Inuit historically wore two-piece outfits with an inner parka and stockings made from 
short-haired animals like a muskrat or ground squirrel. The inner parka was designed to have the 
fur against the body for greater insulation. The outer parka used the coarse hair of caribou to 
provide added protection from the wind and snow. Inuit mukluks were traditional made from 
caribou or sea skin. A distinctive feature of Inuit footwear is the use of beluga skins on the soles, 
which produces the characteristic dark sole of the mukluk. The outer parka’s hemline and hood 
are decorated with contrasting bands of light and dark caribou hair. Each community and family 
group produced distinctive designs which identified their membership.  
The Inuit today have modernized their traditional parka, using commercially tanned skins and 
duffle covered with cotton or polyester fabric. The “Amauti” is the traditional eastern Arctic Inuit 
Parka designed to carry a child up to three years of age. The Amauti is designed to keep the 
child warm and safe from frostbite, wind and cold. The Inuvialuit women are well-known for 
wearing the “Mother Hubbard,” which has a ruffle sewn to the hem. Similar to the historic caribou 
skin parkas, the modern parka uses printed materials and brightly coloured ribbons to produced 
distinctive features.  
 
Northern Athabaskan: The Northern Athapaskan language group covers a large part of the 
circumpolar North, which includes Yukon, Northwest Territories and Alaska. The Northern 
Athapaskan language groups in Yukon are Gwich’in, Han, Upper Tanna, Northern and Southern 
Tuchone, Tagish and Kaska.  In the Northwest Territories the Northern Athapaskan language 
groups are Tlicho, Northern and Southern Slavey, and Gwich’in.  
The Northern Athapaskan people from the Yukon and Northwest Territories historically wore two-
piece caribou and moose outfits with an inner and outer tunic and pants. The combination of 
footwear with trousers provided excellent insulation against snow and cold and protection from 
insects. The hemline of men’s tunics was cut to a point at front and back, providing wind break 
and something to sit on. Fringes, a very distinctive First Nations design, are formed from bands of 
tanned skins slashed into thin strips. Fringe strands are sometimes wrapped with moose hair or 
porcupine quills, threaded with beads fashioned from seeds, shells, or hollow bird bones.  
Today the Northern Athapaskan groups have incorporated new materials from the modern era. 
First Nations people have created distinct designs that are recognizable by community members. 
If you look closely at the beadwork on each of the dolls you can see different of techniques and 
materials have been applied. The Northern Slavey women are well-known for beading flower 
motifs and precision beadwork using delica beads. Northern Tuchone women are known for 
beading wolf and raven symbols with bold use of colour and fringing. Tlingit women are known for 
their button blankets with symbols of the beaver, frog, eagle and killer whale.  
Even though a visitor to Canada’s North may not see the same outfits on the streets in the 
communities, the First Nations and Inuit people take great pride in making their traditional outfits 
for their family. Today traditional clothing is worn at graduation ceremonies, weddings, and other 
special occasions. Winter is the best time to see the variety of parkas still being made in the 
communities.  



ABOUT THE CURATOR 

Curator, Jennifer Bowen, is a Northern Athapaskan Dene from the Great Slave Lake in the 

Northwest Territories. Jennifer’s experience as a video documentarian and her studies of 

material culture of the sub-arctic peoples made her an ideal candidate to curate Sewing Our 

Traditions: Dolls of Canada’s North.   

 

Jennifer’s interest in investigating her cultural history has led her to traveling on the land with 

traditional land users and has given her access to traditional stories of the Northern 

Athapaskan Dene. In 1997, she paddled over 200 miles into the barren lands documenting 

15 members of her First Nations community re-tracing a traditional trail to their community 

hunting grounds. In 2000, Jennifer paddled with over 50 members of the Yellowknives Dene 

in voyager canoes across the Great Slave Lake again following the routes of her ancestors 

who signed Treaty 8 one hundred years ago.  

 

Jennifer is now enrolled in the Cultural Resource Management program at the University of 

Victoria. Balancing her experience on the land and her formal education, Jennifer is 

committed to being a part of the heritage community in the North and continues to 

investigate the historical documentation on the Northern Athapaskan Dene.  

 
 

 

 

  



EXHIBITION FACT SHEET 

 

Curator: 
Jennifer Bowen, Visual Arts Coordinator for Culture at 2010, Yukon Arts Centre Gallery  
 
Tour Contacts: 
Mary Bradshaw, Gallery Director, Yukon Arts Centre Gallery 
gallerydirector@yac.ca 
 
Yukon Arts Centre 
300 College Drive, Whitehorse, Yukon, Y1A 5X9 
Ph 867/667-8460, fax 867/393-6300 
 
Exhibition Specifications 

 Approximately 1000 to 1500 square feet (variable) 
 15 lighted plinths 
 Exhibition texts and labels 
 Podcasts:  digital interviews of doll-makers  

 
Exhibition Costs: 

 Exhibitions Fee: Contact the gallery for exhibition costs.   
 Educational materials including podcasts (in English and Inuktitut), paper doll activity 

sheet, lesson plan ideas and a scripted guide for school tours. 
 100 copies of Sewing our Traditions exhibition catalogue (additional copies can be 

purchased at the wholesale cost of $5 per catalogue). 
 Funding will be sought for curatorial and artist travel by the Yukon Arts Centre. 

 
Proposed Tour Itinerary:  

 On view at the Yukon Arts Centre Gallery June to August 2010 
 Available for tour from September 2010 to August 2012 

 
Venue # 1 
Vancouver 2010 Cultural Olympiad, Richmond, B.C,  
Dates: February 12 to 28, 2010 
 
Venue # 2 
Canada’s Northern House, Vancouver, B.C 
Dates: March 1 to April 10, 2010 
 
Venue # 3 
Yukon Arts Centre Gallery, Whitehorse, Yukon 
Dates: June 3 to August 28, 2010 
  
Venue # 4 
Art Gallery of Windsor 
Dates:  June – September 2011 
 


